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and his great vessel full of figures, 
characters, plots, denouements and res- 
olutions were flying down the time- 
stream, bearing us all away. Carrying 
us through season after season, 
through the dangerous time. (p.250) 
The "story roads," Jiles believed, were the 
"thought-system of our early history"; like 
ice, they could "disintegrate and with them 
their enormous thought-structures. There's 
no retrieving them." 
Almost eight years after her first arrival 
in the North, after endless failures and de- 
ferrals comically described, Jiles finally 
completed her play for the theatre troupe, 
only to discover that the intense heat of 
southern culture had already melted away 
the old, frozen story roads along which 
traditional egends and entertainments had 
traveled. The troupe's play, triumphantly 
brought by bush plane to the North in Feb- 
ruary 1981 and performed in Muskrat 
Dam's log community hall, began to lose 
its audience in mid-performance. 
I whisper, "Sarah, what's happening?" 
"They're all going home to watch 
'Hill Street Blues' on TV. Every- 
body' s got a TV now, since they put 
up that satellite dish." 
"What satellite dish?" 
"Oh yeah, you've been out in North 
Spirit most of the winter. They 
brought it up on the cat train. Yeah. 
The kids watch it constantly. They're 
speaking English to each other all the 
time. The grandparents can't talk to 
the kids anymore." 
"But the play's mostly in English!" 
'Television is more exciting, I 
guess. I don't know what to do about 
it. Nobody does." (p.286) 
That same winter in North Spirit, Jiles 
had noticed that the weekly dances at the 
community hall no longer took place, re- 
placed by the "pale erratic flashes of tele- 
vision light" in individual homes. "The 
pattern had been danced through," she re- 
flected: 
I was not the same person I had been 
four or five years ago. I realized I would 
have to face the solitary life of a writer 
sooner or later...to sit alone and work out 
the massive structures of language that 
constitute storytelling on paper, the nar- 
ratives, the dialogue.... It was time to 
bend to the page and tell these tales. It 
was even more imperative now because 
of the arrval of the hypnotic drug of tele- 
vision. (pp.2'76-27'7) 
T 
nHE BOOK'S STRUCI'URE iS subtle, as are 
its lessons. On first glance, it may 
.seem merely episodic, almost casu- 
ally constructed, But like the Bow and 
Stern Paddlers who bear their cargo of 
narratives across the winter sky, North 
Spirit is a meta-story as weIl as seventy 
individual stories. Jiles wrote to preserve 
the story roads she had walked, to bring 
into being the writer she wanted to be- 
come. To perform these feats, to become 
the Spider Woman of her own narratives, 
she has retold stories both contemporary 
and timeless: of a forest fire started by a 
vengeful young woman; of the lifelong 
debt paid by an elder for a murder he 
doesn't remember committing; wild ricing 
and interviewing and listening and report- 
ing and the bush flights she took as a re- 
porter for the Wawatay News; the tales told 
by tribal elders about the origins of the 
Ashinabek, the Spontaneously Created 
People. 
Jiles tells some of these stories in the 
simple diction of the South: 
Guests come in the cabin door. They 
enter like stage devils, surrounded by 
a cloud of fog. They take off their 
glasses and wipe them, place each fur- 
trimmed mitt in tum under the armpit 
of the opposite arm, and then draw 
their hands out, making it look as if 
they have small furry animals trapped 
under each armpit. (p.43) 
In others, she employs the high formal 
diction of epic, tuming these tales into 
something like the stuff of legend, cer- 
tainly of archetypes. Northern villagers are 
transformed into First Nations Penelopes 
and Cassandras, and she herself into a 
Homeric bard singing into being the pass- 
ing, heroic times. 
In lovely, image-impacted language, 
North Spirit celebrates one southerner's 
appreciation for the ancient song roads of 
the North now drowning in the white noise 
of TV's siren song: 
The house of the storyteller is a place 
deep in the forest, a place everybody, 
at some time, rediscovers like an ad- 
venturer eaching for the jewel at the 
heart of the snow temple. 
The Northern Cross flew steadily 
down the Milky Way, afire with gems 
and plumes. Oda-Ka-Daun plunged 
his heavy blade into the body of dark- 
ness. He was steering the universe to- 
ward the northwest now, and the road 
that is at the edge of our galaxy and 
which leads outward into the strange 
radio voices of time. 
Where is he steering us? What 
river, what vessel? In the spring night- 
times, without electricity or politics, 
without human planning or interven- 
tion, in the roaring blue fires of remote 
suns, he speaks only to the old people. 
1 am the Stern Paddier. This is my 
voice. Remember me. 
This is the river of stars. Here is 
the time-st ream. 
Remem ber this. We are moving 
down a watershed of years.... 
ln the legends, you are perfectly 
strong. (pp.290-291l) OU 
MOVING? 
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Chic at a pric 
by Meryl Altman 
you know me 
I take everything too seriously... 
Indigo Girls 
L r OOK, MO, A BOOK FOR US. Four little 
books, actually, with arresting cov- 
ers, stocking-stuffer size. Since I 
live in Greencastle, Indiana, they arrived in 
a brown jiffy bag, but I can imaginatively 
situate them in their proper context, right 
by the checkout counter of the bookstore, 
shining their appealing little covers up at 
the wallet in my hand... The History of 
Lesbian Hair, with Mona Lisa in a k.d. 
lang lookalike coif; Lesbianism Made 
Easy, stylish black and white, with a rav- 
ishing conga line of naked flappers scoot- 
ing across the bottom; Roberts' Rules of 
Lesbian Living, copy in size and format of 
Life's Little Instruction Book and all the 
others, but wrapped in a rainbow flag; and 
the mock-Cosmo So You Want to Be a 
Lesbian, complete with side-teases for in- 
side stories: "kinky sex made simple," 
"lesbian cuisine-beyond granola and 
back again," "lesbian bed death: the real 
story"... Who could resist? 
At least, I think these books are for us, 
but I'm not sure. Did The Preppy Hand- 
book empower preppies? What do I mean 
"us" anyhow? (Oh, Meryl, not that again. 
Puh-LEEZ.) 
OK, but one may be unambiguously 
positive about lesbianism as a life choice 
and still have mixed feelings about having 
become part of a market niche. It's a con- 
fusing time. Some folks are partying and 
making bucks because lesbianism is so 
chic and "in," and meanwhile other folks 
are getting fired, bashed, firebombed... 
(Come on, someone is going to make 
money off the community-why shouldn't 
it be uis? Lighten UP.) 
Look, you just have to let me do this my 
own way. If you wanted a light piece, you 
shouldn't have asked an academic. Of the 
books under review, I hated two, found 
two harmless, liked one ok, and thought 
the art book was terrific-but you'll have 
to read to the end to hear about that. Back 
in the granola days we used to call this 
working through our anger. 
Mary Dugger, who wrote The History 
of Lesbian Hair, is described as an adver- 
tising copywriter and designer, and she ap- 
pears to live in Chicago. Her book isn't just 
about hair, of course-that would be too 
trivial. It's mostly a forum for her pet 
peeves, which include fat people, vegans, 
"breeders," "white trash," art students, 
people who don't earn lots of money, fem- 
mnist process, PC, and the eyebrows of Rita 
Mae Brown. These points are emphasized 
by clip art, laid out in a cool way. Her 
one-liners are occasionally amusing, but 
most of them strike me as cheap shots: 1 get 
what she's against, but what is she for? 
Lesbianism Made Easy .is 191 small 
pages of pretty much undiluted sarcastic 
rant, directed at oddly mutating targets. Its 
most annoying feature, however, is that it 
is coyly addressed to someone called 
"you." Who is "you"? "You" may suppos- 
edly believe she has never met a lesbian 
(on the first page), and later be earnestly in 
need of instruction about such matters as 
how to have sex; however, she must also, 
and without much context provided, be 
able to get a number of in-jokes at the 
expense of politically motivated "faux les- 
bians," nurturers, "dykes" (too self-righ- 
teous), lesbians who don't like the word 
"dyke" (condescending), "the junior camp 
The History of Lesbian Hair and Other 
Tales of Bent Life in a Straight World, 
by Mary Dugger. New York: Doubleday, 
1996, 1 11 pp., $10.95 paper. 
Lesbianism Made Easy, by Helen 
Eisenbach. New York: Crown, 1996, 191 
pp., $20.00 hardcover. 
So You Want to Be a Lesbian? A Guide 
for Amateurs and Professionals, by Liz 
Tracey and Sydney Pokorny. New York: 
St. Martin's/ Griffin, 1996, 223 pp., $12.85 
paper. 
Roberts' Rules of Lesbian Living, by 
Shelly Roberts. Duluth, MN: Spinsters Ink, 
1996, 173 pp., $5.95 paper. 
Born Gay: Images and Reflections of an 
Ordinary Lesbian, by Jan Phillips. Syra- 
cuse, NY: JP Communications, 1996, 41 
pp., $7.95 paper. 
Nothing But The Girl: The Blatant Les- 
bian Image, edited by Susie Bright and Jill 
Posener. New York and London: 
Cassell/Freedom Editions, 1996, 144 pp., 
$29.95 hardcover. 
school of approaching sex, which is to say, 
holding hands and being best buddies as 
the purest form of union between two peo- 
ple," people into s/m or roles and others 
who support them politically, and (espe- 
cially) earnest people who don't know 
what fun is and "ruin it for the rest of us." 
Since nearly every imaginable form of les- 
bian behavior is caricatured, it's hard to 
figure out who this "rest of us" might be. 
There's even a part about dating that 
sounds suspiciously like The Rules, 
though maybe it's supposed to be funny. 
(Not to be a sourpuss, but you really ought 
to be able to tell.) 
Anyone not already a member of a 
functioning lesbian community would find 
this stuff (and Dugger's) hopelessly con- 
fusing. Hell, 1 find this stuff hopelessly 
confusing. The teacher in me wants to 
write at the bottom of the last page, "What 
were you trying to do here?" 
The "you" thing must be an allusion to 
the "everything you ever wanted to know" 
school of advice literature. And some of 
that genre's worst features carry over: total 
unconcern with consistency or accuracy or 
the effects on anyone who may be genu- 
inely confused, insecure, or in need of 
help, coupled with the smug self-assurance 
of an expert voice who is the only posses- 
sor of the wisdom without which you will 
be utterly lost, abnormal and without 
friends. If you're the kind of person who 
enjoys being trapped at a dinner party next 
to someone who lectures you for hours 
about yourself without getting to know the 
first thing about you, you'll love 
Eisenbach's book. 
In fact, if you're the kind of person who 
keeps the Comedy Channel and standup 
clubs in business, you might love it too; but 
why should lesbianism be made easy for 
heterosexual men from New Jersey? (The 
blurbs on the back were not reassuring on 
this point: one guy loved the book, and 
wanted to know if he could watch.) It all 
becomes a bit of a minstrel show, and 
black people in blackface aren't really any 
easier to stomach than white people in 
blackface, just harder to comprehend. 
U TNLIKETHEFIRSTTWO, So You Want o 
| |Be a Lesbian? is actually better 
than the cover seems to indicate. 
"4The idea was never to write a book for 
people who aren't lesbians," Liz Tracey 
6 The Women's Review of Books I Vol. XIV, No. 6 / March 1997 
This content downloaded from 163.120.1.91 on Wed, 8 Jan 2014 10:44:28 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions
explains inside; this one seems to be a 
cross between an attempt to cash in on 
lesbian chic and a genuine desire to inform 
and help gay youth and others who may be 
perplexed. Like the others, it plays with 
"trashy" features (all three include mock- 
Glamour magazine-type quizzes to help 
the reader figure herself out), and the writ- 
ers address themselves to "you" in a 
friendly, but somewhat hectoring, tone. 
Still, this one also contains some rather 
earnest good advice-before coming out 
to parents, ask yourself, "Do I have an- 
other place to stay?"; don't do anything in 
bed you don't really want to do; when 
flirting, don't look desperate, do look 
friendly. 
Perhaps because there are two authors, 
there's less idiosyncratic rant, and Tracey 
and Pokorny do acknowledge that people 
are different. In spots they even seem con- 
cerned to be balanced and fair (for exam- 
ple, in discussing the sex wars). The lists of 
information about films, literature, history, 
music, complete with bibliographies, have 
an endearingly amateurish quality, remi- 
niscent of the mimeographed resource 
guides of my youth. It still seems to me that 
anyone in a position to get the jokes would 
be in possession of most of the information 
already, while those less sure of them- 
selves might get the message that it was 
necessary to choose a micro-identity 
(butch, femme, riot grrrl, Vegan), acquire 
the appropriate footwear and popcult fan- 
tasy object, and settle down comfortably to 
poke fun at all the other kinds of lesbians. 
(I'm all in favor of social and cultural 
change, but if I hear one more Birk- 
enstocks joke I'm going to scream.) I don't 
think the authors meant to reduce identity 
to consumerism, and political positions to 
cardboard cut-out-all the people in their 
pictures just look like regular nice people 
posing in funny outfits as "the motorcycle. 
dyke," "the postmodern lesbian"-but this 
was the cumulative effect. (As with the 
other two books, there's no indication that 
lesbians can be anything other than white. 
Odd as this seems in books that talk so 
much about things like hair, it's probably a 
blessing in disguise.) 
It did occur to me that I may simply be 
too old to appreciate this stuff. In fact, 
more than once I had the impulse to put 
the books in the jiffy bag and send them 
back, saying "Find somebody who knows 
what these folks are talking about." (Full 
disclosure: 1 admit 1 haven't heard of 
some of these bands, and my own hair- 
style hasn't changed much since my 
sophomore year. I did find myself a few 
weeks ago in the Meow Mix, which is 
exactly the bar 1 wish had existed when 1 
first came out; but unfortunately and for 
the same reasons 1 felt like the faculty 
chaperone at a high school dance, so I 
enjoyed the music for a while and then 
left, clutching my sensible midwestern 
winter coat.) On the other hand, 1 am also 
old enough to know that while the quick- 
est and easiest way to form a community 
has always been by putting other sorts of 
women down, history doesn't support that 
strategy in the long run. (Remember the 
Lavender Menace? Remember "We' re 
lesbians, but we don't like people into 
roles who go to bars"? We're still picking 
up the pieces from that one.) 
Still, sometimes in-group humor-like 
Alison Bechdel's Dykes to Watch Out For 
comic strip-delights me, makes me feel 
that nice little ping of self-recognition and 
belonging. So why did these bug me? I 
don't know, but 1 think it's because 
Bechdel's Mo and Lois and Clarice and 
Toni have somehow become real people 
with foibles, whereas "the femmy butch," 
"the drama dyke," never get beyond ab- 
stractions of a stereotype. There's no 
warmth behind them. You may weil say 
that anyone who's looking to find commu- 
nity from a book hasn't got one in real life. 
Fair enough, but I don't think I'm the only 
one who's looking. 
I T'S PROBABLY NOT A COINCIDENCE that 
Roberts' Rules of Lesbian Living, my 
least unfavorite of these small books, is 
published by a women's press. Its fitle is 
unlikely to draw the attention of heterosex- 
ual men from New Jersey. Some of the one- 
liners did hit me with a shock of rueful self- 
knowledge. "Life is a process. Lesbian life is 
the process of processing the process." "The 
term 'lesbian therapist' is redundant." Like 
the others, this one sketches a picture of 
"lesbians" that doesn't fit everybody; the 
lesbian is assumed to be over-quick to com- 
mit and over-slow to break up, to look more 
and more like her lover the longer they are 
together and (unlike in the other books) to be 
involved in political activity. I have a feeling 
this book's "you" is a bit older than the 
others, and lives someplace like Northamp- 
ton. Some riot grrrls or upwardly mobile 
types may not find much to identify with 
here, but they won't find themselves at- 
tacked; the humor is gentle and Roberts is 
careful to point out that "your mileage may 
vary." Roberts' Rules won't change 
anyone's life, but it won't hurt anything 
either. 
It was odd to turn from these slick little 
up-to-the-minute numbers to the simple 
and dignified Bom Gay: Images and Re- 
flections of an Ordinary Lesbian, which 
could have been published any time during 
the last fifteen years, and yet continues to 
be relevant. Jan Phillips, who was born in 
1949, walks us through her personal photo 
album, telling us the story of her life: being 
"different" as a child, working through her 
own internalized homophobia, getting 
kicked out of the convent, finding love and 
gay activism, losing and re-connecting 
with her family. There are funny moments 
here, too: I especially like the prom pic- 
ture-"You can see how happy I wasn't 
with my boyfriend of three years"-and 
the nuns with guitars. Her style is simple 
and straightforward, and she doesn't pre- 
tend to theorize. This story is not my story; 
it also wasn't new news to me; but I wasn't 
able to put it down. It reminded me of 
something I think I learned at the Lesbian 
Herstory Arehives-that every woman's 
life story counts because every woman's 
life counts. 
This isn't just a story about the bad old 
days. People's parents still disown them, 
and it still hurts just as much. People still 
get fired, and it' s still just as wrong. People 
still take their faith in God seriously, and 
feel a real loss when organized religion 
casts them out. None of this would you 
know by reading Dugger or Eisenbach- 
but if you still want to be a lesbian, you 
need to know there's more to it than find- 
ing the right shoes. 
T ODAY'S WINNER BOTH for reading 
pleasure and educational depth, 
though, is Nothing But the Girl, a 
beautiful, carefully made coffee-table 
book of erotic images, which also gives a 
clear yet sophisticated history of lesbian- 
feminist aesthetic politics over the past 
couple of decades. Pictures of women 
(clothed and otherwise) doing all sorts of 
things, by 34 different women photogra- 
phers, have been brought together by edi- 
tors Susie Bright (better known as Susie 
Sexpert) and Jill Posener, best known for 
her photographs of sexist billboards 
hilariously altered by feminist graffiti ("If 
this car were a lady, she'd get her bottom 
pinched"/ "If this lady was a car she'd run 
you down"). 
There's something of purely visual in- 
terest on every page. The images are 
brought together in a dramatic and effec- 
tive way which emphasizes their diversity 
of style and content, the sheer richness of 
this visual record of lesbian erotic life. And 
every image both captures, and calls for, 
some sort of non-trivializing emotional in- 
volvement. 
Now, nobody will like all of these pic- 
tures. Speaking for myself, some were 
moving, some were hot, some made me 
laugh out loud, others made me say "ouch" 
and turn the page rather quickly. I'll admit 
my personal favorites tend to incorporate a 
visual pun, or focus intimately on the tex- 
ture of a woman's skin, or show women 
doing something deeply radical like rub 
noses, or kiss, or look deeply at one an- 
other-or straight out at me. I don't know 
how to process (cognitively or otherwise) 
a picture of a woman with a "penis." Some 
of these women I wanted to meet, some I 
didn't think I'd have much in common 
with. But nobody could look at this book 
and say "lesbians are all this, lesbians are 
all that." Text and pictures presume and 
invite a complexity of response, presume 
that we are capable of reacting thought- 
fully to representation, accepting that each 
of us will see and feel differently. I can't 
tell you how refreshing this was after the 
one-dimensionality of the other stuff. 
These pictures never lecture the viewer, 
they just tell lots of different stories. 
There's no quiz, and nobody is trying to 
prove their identity or make you prove 
yours. The text doesn't lecture, either. 
Susie Bright's introduction, written in her 
usual forthright, engaging and memorable 
style, provides a capsule history of twenti- 
eth-century lesbian images and her own 
involvement with them; Jill Posener also 
situates herself as a lesbian and an artist. 
These authors don't hide behind pronouns 
or claim to speak for everyone; I think it 
helped that there were two of them, com- 
ing from such different places. 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~1,~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~l 
"IMiki and Joi Ann," 1988, by Juli Posener. From Nothing But the Giri 
PRI\1VACY PRTET AN PIE L |TY5|; 
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Politics of Intimate Life 
PATRICIA BOLING 
Patricia Boling investigates the implications of privacy 
for feminist theory and legal philosophy, examining 
issues rooted in intimate life which ave broad public 
_i p impact. She draws on Hannah Arendt's work and 
illuminates is ues in contemporary politics, uch as 
the problem oftransforming private identities into 
political ones in the "outing" of lesbians and gay 
men. $37.50 cloth, $15.95 paper 
N U\ Y y Unruly Women of Paris 
Images of the Commune 
GAY L. GULLICKSON 
OF Gay l. Gullickson a alyzes the representations f women 
who were part of the insurrection k own as the Paris 
Commune. She considers the role played by women, 
whose prominent place among the Communards shocked 
many commentators and spawned the legend of the 
p?troleuses, women who were accused of burning the 
city during the battle that ended the Commune. 
GAY GUL ICKSoN 23 b&w illus. $39.95 cloth, $16.95 paper 
Teresa of Avila and 
the Politics of Sanctity 
GILLIAN T. W. AHLGREN 
Teresa of Avila, one of history's most beloved mys- 
tics, wrote during a time of intense cclesiastical 
scrutiny of texts. Gillian T. W. Ahlgren explores the 
theological nd ecclesiastical limate of sixteenth- 
century Spain in this study of the challenges Teresa 
encountered as a female theologian a d mystic. $29.95 
AT BOOKSTORES, OR CALL (800) 666-2211 
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"Rachael," 1989, by Honey Lee Cott- 
rell. From Not/ing But the GirL 
They do make an argument with which 
not everyone will agree: that the work of 
making lesbian erotic images of all types is 
deeply rooted in the most radical tradition 
of feminism. "If it hadn't been for femi- 
nism, women never would have made their 
own dirty pictures... Lesbian porn is the 
gauntlet thrown down in the face of pas- 
sive feminine objectification, and nothing 
has been the same since." Both Bright and 
Posener and other voices in the book are 
critical of those 1980s feminists who did 
not want certain kinds of explicit sexual 
representations to be available, but they 
are less concerned with rehashing this and 
more concerned simply to present work 
which they call "a love affair with the 
female body." (This includes female bod- 
ies of many sizes, ages, shapes and colors, 
by the way-it seemed so natural I almost 
forgot to say.) 
Running commentary provides histori- 
cal background and sketches some inter- 
pretations of some of the work pictured. I 
especially liked the thin sidebar running 
down the side of many pages, which gives 
comments from different contributing 
photographers on such subjects as "first 
sex," "first pictures/first carnera," "fami- 
lies," "art and fame." Use of all these 
voices-many of which say very unex- 
pected things-conveyed a real respect for 
individual histories and contexts, a com- 
mitment to personal honesty. The commu- 
nity this book outlines is big enough and 
diverse enough to tolerate many different 
positions (as it were), full of brilliant cre- 
ativity and imagination. It may not really 
exist anywhere either, but at least it's 
worth wishing for. 
Most of Nothing But the Girl is ar- 
ranged loosely by topic or theme, but the 
last section features five artists (Tee A. 
Corinne, Honey Lee Cottrell, Della Grace, 
Morgan Gwenwald and Posener herself) in 
more depth, with a little portfolio to show 
developments in their work, personal 
statements and a bit of history. I'm partic- 
ularly delighted by the space given to Tee 
Corinne, and to see her vision and her 
generosity and her technical expertise so 
fully acknowledged and demonstrated, 
since her best-known work predates the 
"Bad Attitude" crowd, which has not al- 
ways understood her this well. I can look 
at some of these pictures again and again 
without getting tired, and always see 
something new. 
Why is it so important to me to have 
lesbian material available that is accessi- 
ble, but not cheap and tacky? I don't know. 
It just is. So, "you" out there: you don't 
have to buy your girifriend a trashy book 
for her birthday. Buy her a real novel, or a 
book of poems, or this beautiful art history 
book, or a good honest memoir about 
somebody's life. And then, for Pete's sake, 
talk about it. Make your own story. 40 
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T HERE ARE READERS... who need, for a 
tangle of reasons, to be told that a 
life commonly held to be insuffer- 
able can be full and funny," comments 
Nancy Mairs. "I'm living the life. I can tell 
them." In her latest collection of essays, 
Waist-High in the World, Mairs abun- 
dantly shares the richness of her outer 
world and her inner journey. Severely dis- 
abled by multiple sclerosis, she is sur- 
rounded by husband, colleagues, friends 
and grown children. She views her life as a 
series of adventures, from touring English 
manor-houses to preparing her own lunch 
during an unexpected morning alone. 
This is not a "feel-good" book; Mairs 
notes that she has never been a member of 
the "inspirational class." Instead she calls 
this sampling of her work a "feel-real 
book." It offers the reader an opportunity 
"not to be uplifted, but to be lowered and 
steadied into what may be unfamiliar, but 
is not inhospitable, space." 
Drawing from a wealth of personal 
anecdotes, Mairs reflects upon "language, 
rights, caregiving, bodies, [and] the larger 
community." Disability runs like a thread 
through all of the essays. Seated in her 
wheelchair, Mairs is literally waist-high to 
the vertical, nondisabled adults she en- 
counters on her travels. She glides through 
the world, "gazing at navels (generally 
shrouded) other than my own." 
Mairs' travels are not always comfort- 
able. For the most part she accepts her 
MS, whose encroachments gradually sap 
her strength and erode her ability to 
move. Her anger is aimed at the igno- 
rance and prejudice which throw unnec- 
essary impediments in her path and in the 
way of countless other people with dis- 
abilities. Her writing is imbued with a 
deep respect for all human lives, no mat- 
ter how radically they diverge from the 
norm. She decries "the normally uncon- 
scious attitudes that chill the social cli- 
mate for people marked out by disabil- 
ity." These attitudes "deplete and shrivel 
the spirit, leave people whose resources 
may already be scanty enough hollowed 
out and sad." She emphasizes the moral 
responsibility which she bears toward 
the world, and the world's responsibility 
to insure that all people are included and 
valued. 
As a member of the disabled commu- 
nity, I applaud Mairs' clear, compassion- 
ate thinking, her flights of fancy and her 
solid good sense. Often she gives voice to 
things 1 have struggled to say myself. 
Sometimes she expresses thoughts I never 
knew I had until the moment I read them in 
her eloquent prose. 
I was dismayed, therefore, by a few 
paragraphs in her final essay, "Into the 
Wider World." After all her well-chosen 
words about equality and reciprocity, she 
suddenly complains that not enough US 
museums and theatres grant free admis- 
sion to people with disabilities. But there 
is a difference between access and pater- 
nalism. Ramps, sign-language interpreters 
and Braille theatre programs enable peo- 
ple with disabilities to take part in events 
along with everyone else, allowing them to 
participate on an equal basis with their 
nondisabled neighbors. A free ticket, on 
the other hand, is a special privilege. No 
matter how well-meant, it implies that the 
disabled person cannot and should not be 
expected to pay her own way. Free admis- 
sion comes at the cost of dignity and self- 
respect. Surely Mairs should find that price 
too high. 
N i rANCY MAIRS CONTEMPLATES the 
world from navel height. Suzanne 
Berger writes of gazing from the 
floor at a forest of passing legs. After a 
severe back injury she spent several years 
unable to sit or stand for more than minutes 
at a time. As she lay on couches, carpets 
and patches of grass, she felt isolated and 
abandoned. Horizontal Woman recounts 
those years in a series of poetic vignettes. 
Read singly, each shines with an agonizing 
beauty. When the pieces are taken to- 
gether, their beauty is nearly submerged by 
pain. 
There is little humor in Berger's book. 
The prevailing theme is loss. Her marriage 
crumbles. Her relationship with her daugh- 
ter is strained. She mourns the loss of free- 
dom of movement, the loss of identity as 
the self she has always known. She writes 
to her daughter of bursting into tears as she 
lies on the floor chopping onions: 
Then the frustration of my horizontal 
life mixed in with the smell and I'd be 
crying doubly for everything. For you, 
for me, for the household that-though 
I tried to disguise it and paint over it- 
was abnormal, was imbalanced, was 
my body lying down at all points in 
your life. Cut down, I'd think. Can't 
even make a soup, I'd lament. Dis- 
empowered... I'd go down so far that I 
never wanted you to know where. I 
tried everything to hide it, but in fact, 
cup by cup the well of the self was 
being emptied. (p.8) 
Berger offers no assurance that life with 
a disability can be full and funny. She ac- 
knowledges that her feelings run counter to 
the positive philosophy of the disability 
rights movement: 
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